In environmental studies and many other cross-cutting areas of research, terms like "multidisciplinary," "cross-national collaboration," "policy-relevant science" and others are frequently employed to describe what we need to do more often. I happily grant that such approaches are indeed needed, but they are easier said than done. Indeed, they raise hard questions about disciplinary cultures, sensitivity to contrasting needs among collaborators from different countries, and the political environment surrounding the Journal of Latin American Geography study of a "hot" topic. All of these challenges apply to research on land cover change in the Amazon making this a salient if difficult subject of multidisciplinary, cross-national and policy relevant research. One result has been that too little work on the Amazon meets these challenges.
A worthy attempt in this direction is this volume edited by Jean-François Tourrand, a French cattle veterinarian, and Jonas Bastos da Veiga, a Brazilian agricultural scientist. This anthology is ostensibly the result of a workshop held in 1999, but appearances can be deceiving. Viabilidade (and other recent publications by these authors and their collaborators) is the result of roughly a decade of collaboration led by French and Brazilian institutions. The 1999 workshop led to a series of subsequent meetings, called the Jornadas Amazônicas, which are designed to cross disciplinary boundaries in treatment of current, policy-relevant problems related to human use of land in the Brazilian Amazon. The model implicitly suggested in all this is that environmental research that addresses the challenges noted above requires long-term commitments and some serious organizational work. On that count, this publication and the Jornadas should be counted as indicators of success.
But of course such an appraisal begs the standard questions about the innovations of the agenda being advanced and the quality of the research conducted. As the title of this volume indicates, the key concept concerns the "viability" of landuse, in this case for smallholder family farms. This topic is an important one, given that the Brazilian Amazon has in recent decades been a target of development plans and colonization programs, and because many colonization projects were abandoned by the State, leaving farm families to in effect fend for themselves. Now, after hundreds of research studies, it is high time to take stock.
Crucial here are some strategic decisions about research design and organization, and the size and quality of Tourrand and Veiga's cast of co-authors. A strength of this book is that it offers comparative case studies of old and new frontiers in the Brazilian Amazon, namely the "Bragantina" region, settled since the 19 th century, and the Transamazon highway, colonized under State direction during the 1970s. Such comparisons are too rare in the Amazonian literature, and this one provides substantial time depth for assessing the viability question, for landuse continues in the Bragantina after a century of settlement. Another strength of this book is the large number of collaborators involved (33), as well as institutions (12) and countries (5), and the diversity of disciplinary backgrounds represented. There is a technical component, led by agronomists and veterinary scientists including the editors. But the real core of Viabilidade is in its economic analysis of various production systems and attention to themes such as product prices, credit, state agricultural policies, etc. For those readers who find purely technoeconomic approaches too narrow if not naïve, there is also substantial attention to social issues including migration histories, informal social support and community organizations and politics. As a result, through the twenty chapters of Viabilidade, one finds a wealth of recent data from studies largely conducted during the late 1990s concerning such topics as pasture management, markets for milk, the politics of smallholder credit programs, and responses to price fluctuations in key products.
The introductory chapter provides a panorama of issues that arise in the context of a discussion of smallholder viability in the Amazon. Tourrand, Veiga and René Poccard Chapuis pursue issues related to the embeddedness of production systems (e.g. land availability and out-migration prospects), means to instill sound agricultural practices (e.g. education and technical assistance), diversified vs. specialized production systems (e.g. agroforestry vs. an emergent focus on cattle), and prospects for family agriculture in regional and national markets (e.g. competitiveness given a scale disadvantage and diffi-cult access). While by no means exhaustive, this list is plenty to provide a manageable but still multidisciplinary approach to research that evaluates and bears implications for policy as well as local community initiatives.
After the first chapter, these key themes are treated to varying degrees, though the viability issue remains ever-present, if sometimes implicit or narrowly defined. The questions of sound agricultural practices and markets receive the most attention, perhaps not surprising given the predominance of agronomists and economists among the collaborators. But this does afford fairly detailed comparisons as one moves from a chapter on the Bragantina to one on the Transamazon colony of Uruará. So, whereas land and forest cover have become scarce in the Bragantina, producers there still have much better market access than in Uruará, though farms in both locations continue to face difficulties with respect to access to technical knowledge, which must therefore be addressed in different ways. Such nuanced observations, while available in Viabilidade, must however be distilled from a careful reading across chapters, for there is little by way of synthesis. This is no simple task, and the lack of a concluding chapter that brings this project together is a real hindrance to drawing out the key comparisons, the lessons learned, and the policy proposals. Another weakness is the lack of cross-disciplinary integration in many chapters, something that also must be done by reading all the Bragantina chapters or all of the Transamazon chapters to weave together a more complete picture.
These problems are less difficult to manage for the issue of cattle, for the shift toward ranching among smallholders is evident in both study sites and dealt with in some fashion in virtually every chapter. The combination of limited labor and capital along with unstable fortunes for other agricultural options has made cattle a pre-eminent component of small-farm landuse systems in the Brazilian Amazon. The multifaceted significance of this trend for forest clearing and household welfare is not lost on the collaborators. To their credit, they do not shy away from pointing out the benefits of cattle (e. g. a capital stock, a stable income stream, and possibilities for diversifying into milk) as well as the costs (e. g. expanding forest clearing and land degradation, high costs of pasture recuperation) and limitations (e. g. low quality produce, limited income per hectare). This provides a portrait of the challenges facing producers, communities, researchers and policymakers concerned about the viability of landuse in the Amazon for a key constituency. We could dwell on the techno-economic slant, the reliance on data from few study sites, or the lack of a synthetic chapter. But it seems to me much more important to take this work as an example of what indeed we need more of: an eminently multidisciplinary, cross-national collaboration of fairly long-term on an issue of importance to many interested parties. I've rarely seen collaboration coordinated on this scale, and it serves in many ways as a model that can be used with other study sites and other research issues.
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